Overheard in the Academy
© Equinox Publishing Ltd. 2009 phy, to literary criticism, to art, to architecture, to technology, to economic systems, and now to biological systems, it is all interconnected. But the very structure of education in America-not only in America, but America is where I live-people don't know enough about enough to be able to put the pieces together. It is a culture of expertise, which is," as he says again in his New York Times op-ed, "more and more about less and less" (Taylor 2008) . He cites the example of "a meeting of political scientists who had gathered to discuss why international relations theory had never considered the role of religion in society. Given the state of the world today, this is a significant oversight" (Taylor 2009) . He is too kind; such an "oversight" could only be willful, an expression of preference; there is nothing inherent to the study of political science that precludes the study of religion. For all too long, many social scientists avoided religion with the same intensity that, for example, many humanities scholars avoid mathematics and many scientists avoid politics. Not everybody can be good at everything, and most of us thrive by playing to our strengths, but our disciplinary boundaries represent the world as we want to see it: departmentalized, supposedly guaranteeing we will all leave one another alone. Taylor is right to want to rock this boat.
At the same time, the existence of blind spots in a discipline's practitioners is not an argument for the abolition of the discipline itself. In order to do good work in one's own field, as Taylor does, one must have some knowledge of other fields-one must have, in short, a good liberal arts education, in the full sense of that education continuing throughout one's life and career. A scholar of religion who only studies religion (and not philosophy or art or economics or sociology) will produce very limited work. But this is not the narrowness of which Taylor complains. "In my own religion department," he writes, "for example, we have 10 faculty members, working in eight subfields, with little overlap" (Taylor 2009 ). However, a quick perusal of the Faculty Directory for Columbia University Department of Religion reveals several excellent scholars, many of whom write popular works as well as scholarly tomes, all of whom have the necessary familiarity with various disciplines that enables them to do quality academic research. What makes them different from their chair, Mark C. Taylor? They each study a specific religion, not "Religion" itself. Therefore, they also incorporate history into their research, a field curiously absent from Taylor's description of his own multidisciplinary work. Taylor's work is, increasingly, preoccupied with the future; the past, it seems cannot justify itself on its own terms. This may be why Taylor bemoans the gifted graduate student who studies Duns Scotus' use of footnotes.
Admittedly, if our best scholars are studying the history of scholarship, then perhaps higher education has entered its decadent phase. But the study of footnotes can also be a form of useful self-consciousness and reflexivity, just the kind Taylor calls for when he invites us "to examine the conditions necessary for [religions'] formation and to consider the many functions they serve," in order to "develop responsible analyses of religion's diversity and complexity" (Taylor 2008 If good disciplinary work is, by definition, multidisciplinary-if a good historian also knows political science and/or literature and/or psychology, just as a good sociologist knows economics and/or architecture and/or mathematics-then each scholar working in a particular discipline is going to need other scholars to be working in other disciplines. For undergraduates in the humanities and social sciences, we can encourage more breadth: just as every young chemist is required to study mathematics, biology, and physics as well as chemistry, we can require every young aspirant to the humanities and social studies to study a broad curriculum, not just as distribution requirements but as a necessary qualification for the more specialized studies that lie ahead. At the graduate and professional level, instead of abolishing departments, it might be better advised to create and maintain more crossdisciplinary forums, and to encourage departments to reward their members for stretching themselves and their fields.
Taylor has a fine idea when he calls for academic collaboration for the purpose of engaging pressing global concerns. But we already have foundations, conferences and committees wherein major academics make recommendations to policymakers.
2 American higher education is already given to fads and trends of fashion, and, I fear, Taylor's suggestion that we create "problem-focused programs" would mean even more wild swings of attention to whatever grabs our-or our sponsors'-passing fancies. Who decides what is or is not a "problem"? What if a particular field-such as art history, literary criticism, or philosophy-does not demonstrate its usefulness when academe becomes a source of public-advice-giving and little else? If academic study must be useful, then to what and for whom?
Taylor's suggestion that we abolish traditional academic departments and If we are to abolish traditional academic departments and replace them with multi-and inter-disciplinary committees, and those committees consist of scholars from various disciplines, we must be clear then about what kinds of students such committees will produce. Perhaps a few polymaths may emerge, but probably also a few dilettantes and factotums. The work of historians, biologists, economists, and so on, can be helpful for any number of world-repairing projects, but, as Fish writes, "we become interested in something […] and it is usually later, under the pressure of anxieties created by the demand for justification, that we tell ourselves a story in which the pursuit of our interest is crucial for the improvement of the human condition" (Fish 1995, 59) . One can imagine Taylor telling himself such a story, after he had been studying religion professionally for several years. But now that he has come to a later stage of his life, he would deny the rest of us such personal and professional development. There are career-tracks for those who wish to "make a difference," and academe is probably not one of the bestsuited for such goals. When Fish refers to "the pursuit of our interest," he does not use it (strictly) in the political sense of "what we think is best for ourselves" but rather as "what draws us in, what intrigues us, what demands our study and contemplation." When Taylor beseeches us to use our knowledge for the good of mankind, and nothing else, he places the useful over the interesting. It may dishearten some people to hear that "Some humanists rank what promises to be 'fascinating' above what may turn out to be 'true'" (Lamont 2009, 61) , but I would not hesitate to add "and beneficial" as well.
As for Taylor's recommendation for the abolishment of tenure, he has my sympathy. Tenure is, too often, a license for mediocrity and atrophy, and tenured faculty too often act like a privileged aristocracy, assembling their privileges while cheap graduate students and adjuncts teach with no benefits and little hope for a real academic career. It did not have to be like this, but it is. But universities will not change until they have to; tenure will not be reformed for the same reasons that the Electoral College will not be © Equinox Publishing Ltd. 2009 reformed: everyone in a position to fix the system is the protected beneficiary of that very system. But that will not matter in the coming years; as banks and businesses fail, universities will follow, and charitable giving to higher education will only decrease with the expiration of the Estate Tax in 2010. Tenure itself may remain, but many tenured lines will fall, not due to Taylor's calls for reform, but to "financial exigency." Elite institutions will continue as they have, perhaps combining a few departments but not abolishing them all. Less prominent colleges and universities, however, will very well see themselves replaced by online courses and professional-skills institutions like Strayer University, Kaplan University, and the University of Phoenix. Pedagogical priorities will follow technology and economics, not the other way around. Taylor, ever mindful of the future, is already prepared. 
